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INTRODUCTION


‘When’s International Men’s Day?’


I don’t remember which year I first saw this question raised on Twitter, but I can tell you the date. It was March 8th.


I know that because March 8th is International Women’s Day.


You might be wondering why anyone would ask that question on, according to the International Women’s Day website: ‘a global day celebrating the social, economic, cultural and political achievements of women. The day also marks a call to action for accelerating women’s equality’.


It’s surely not unreasonable to set aside twenty-four hours (out of the 8,760 annually available) to celebrate slightly more than 50 per cent of the world’s population.


Let’s be generous and say that the people asking ‘When’s International Men’s Day?’ on International Women’s Day are attempting to make some kind of a joke. It’s a clever and subtle one, though, so I feel I will have to walk you through it . . .


In just four words1 they are pointing out that even though International Women’s Day supposedly promotes equality, there is (presumably) no equivalent for men? That’s not very balanced, is it? It’s a bit sexist when you think about it.


On top of that is the inference that there could NEVER be a day to venerate men, due to political correctness gone mad. It wouldn’t even be allowed, because men are the underclass in today’s topsy-turvy world.


It is, you have to admit, a brilliant and concise piece of social satire, worthy of Jonathan Swift.


If it weren’t for one tiny thing.


There is an International Men’s Day.


It’s on November 19th.


Still, you have to admire the confidence that allows someone to fire the fated question out into the world without even pausing to check Google. You know, just to ensure that they don’t end up looking like an idiot.


Initially I found this amusing for its own sake – like you would a clown swinging to hit someone with a custard pie, but missing and hitting themselves in the face.


On top of this, though, I noticed that if you were foolish enough to search for the phrase ‘International Men’s Day’ on Twitter, you would find thousands of people moved to make the exact same ‘joke’, all thinking they were making some insightful and original point. Not one of them was insecure enough to check out if it was an interesting or unique thought, let alone whether the basic assumption behind the question held true.


You have to understand this was the early 2010s when we had no idea that confident idiots with no regard for facts would soon be running the world. So we could laugh, rather than crawl under a table and try to crush our brains in with a potato masher.


In hindsight, we should have spotted the greater implications for humanity. This simple enough question contained the kernel of truth about the over-sensitive, butt-hurt babies who were soon to have far too much control in the world. This was page one of their one-page playbook – deflect criticism by flipping the narrative to manufacture injustice. If only we’d paid attention and spotted it sooner.


I will admit that when I started noticing the ‘When’s International Men’s Day?’ trope I was no fan of the idea of an International Men’s Day. It seemed to me like a knee-jerk reaction to International Women’s Day designed solely to undermine it. To my mind it made the men complaining about it look a bit pathetic (not just because there actually was a day already1, but also because it was such a babyish way to behave). Equally, though, in that moment I wasn’t really thinking about politics or feminism or the crisis in masculinity. I just thought it might be funny to spend ‘International “When’s International Men’s Day?” Day’ (as I began to view it) searching Twitter for everyone who asked this question and politely telling them the answer: November 19th. I did this partly to see how they responded, partly to show everyone else how ubiquitous this inappropriate (on this one day) question was and partly in the hope that if I let everyone know, then maybe no one would ask the question ever again.


Of course, by doing this I was setting up an even bigger joke: an even more custardy custard pie that was destined for my own face. That pie would swing and hit me every few seconds for twenty-four hours on an annual basis for almost a decade.


I had willingly made myself into a modern-day King Cnut.1 I thought I had the power to turn back the waves (of idiots, in my case). But, like him, I would end up drenched (in stupidity, in my case). My twenty-four-hour self-employment as a twat-seeking search engine would leave me overwhelmed, delirious and, by around about 6 p.m. on the day in question, lead to me losing all semblance of politeness or chivalry. Was this social media breakdown merely for comic affect or was it genuine? Even I wasn’t sure. My replies became more befuddled, unreasonable and insane. It was fun for people to spectate. It was not fun to be at the centre of this hurricane of twats.


It proved amusing to most. A few were irritated by the relentlessness and unfollowed or muted me. Pretty quickly I upset some meninists who thought I was undermining the importance of their day (which they said wasn’t a knee-jerk reaction to women having a day and actually dealt with important issues like male depression and suicide) and I also annoyed some feminists who thought I was making International Women’s Day about myself, a man. I have some sympathy with both criticisms, and at least I achieved the impossible and united the meninists and feminists – even if it was in hatred of me.


I wasn’t trying to be irksome, but those who were affronted or bored generally failed to recognise the joke was on me. It was a car crash of tedium and self-owned petard-hoisting, though I’d hoped that some at least could admire my patience and resilience.


It took me six years to realise that maybe people would make a donation to charity in return for my dogged and ridiculous dedication. A sort of sponsored trolling. Even if, arguably, I was trolling trolls. But a troll-troller is still a troll.


In 2017, I encouraged my Twitter followers to spur me on by giving money to Refuge, a fantastic enterprise that helps women, children and men who live in fear of violence. The response was beyond my wildest dreams: donations flooded in. I was raising thousands of pounds an hour. I had invented a philosopher’s stone that turned idiocy (both the questioners’ and my own) into gold.


In the end, I would take on this impossible challenge for nine consecutive International Women’s Days. Like Sam Beckett in Quantum Leap (though it could equally have been something created by the guy who wrote Waiting For Godot), I hoped that each completed year would be my leap home. This turned out to be a mission that could not be completed.


The mental strain was becoming too much, but I was also forced to acknowledge what I really knew from the start. This task was too big for Twitter. The issues that fuelled the anger and resentment behind the question, and its responses, were bigger than the answer to this one question that no one actually wanted the answer to.


I wondered if I could do better if I allowed myself more than 280 characters and asked more than one question.


Maybe more important than knowing when International Men’s Day is1 is asking: Is International Men’s Day something worth celebrating? If so, what should it be about and how could the world be convinced to join in? What does it even mean to be a man in the twenty-first century and who is to blame for the (few?) bad cards we’ve been dealt? Are women the enemies of the male sex or our friends, lovers and allies? If we want equality, why does feminism, which promises exactly that, scare and infuriate so many?


I will attempt to answer 19 NOVel questions,2 in the hope that I can finally achieve my dream and stop anyone ever asking ‘When’s International Men’s Day?’, even if it’s just that one day of the year when it’s invariably and inappropriately asked.


Or maybe I will fail again and just prove what everyone assumed from the start, that I am a massive Cnut.





 


____________ 


1 As Polonius says in Hamlet, ‘Brevity is the soul of wit’. That’s six words, Shakespeare, so they’re funnier than you, by your own standards.


1 On November 19th.


1 This is the correct original spelling of the name of the monarch who is erroneously and much less amusingly more often known as Canute.


1 It’s on November 19th.


2 Many of them aren’t novel, but saying 19 pertinent questions doesn’t cleverly reveal the date of International Men’s Day. Do you see what I did there? My editor didn’t. Hence this over-explained footnote.
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@212 – 21 When is it international men’s day? Or am I once again being positively discriminated against . . .




@Herring1967 It’s November 19th





@212 – 2 When is it International Men’s Day? It’s not easy being a man. *awaits derisory laughter from women*




@Herring1967 It’s on November 19th





@212 – 2 Pretty sexist how there’s no international men’s day . . . AHA!




@Herring1967 It’s on November 19th. AHA!





@212 – 2 So errr . . . when’s international mens day?? Will there be a parade . . .




@Herring1967 It’s on nov 19. Plenty of time to organise a parade.





@212 – 2 does international men’s day exist? Bet we’d get moaned at for pushing that




@Herring1967 It does. You wouldn’t. It’s November 19th





@212 – 2 is there an international men’s day?




@Herring1967 Yes it’s November 19th







@212 – 2 Thanks







@Herring1967 No need to thank me. I’m just doing my job.





@Herring1967 I am like a superhero and my powers are knowing when IMD is and telling people who don’t know. It’s November 19th.








 


____________ 


1 These are all real tweets that I have received over the years, but I’ve blanked out their Twitter handles as I think they have suffered enough.









1


WHAT’S WRONG WITH ASKING WHEN INTERNATIONAL MEN’S DAY IS ON INTERNATIONAL WOMEN’S DAY?


Everything!


Everything is wrong with it.


It’s ignorant, it’s impolite, it’s inappropriate and, worst of all, it just makes the person posing the question look like a lazy and possibly misogynist idiot.


And not just because there is an International Men’s Day and it’s on November 19th.


When people do this they’re trying to steal focus from something that is not about them in order to make it about themselves. And yes, we’ll get on to the glaring hypocrisy of me saying that soon enough.


Asking the aforementioned question on International Women’s Day is blatantly self-centred and babyish, manufacturing outrage from a position of superiority. It’s the same impulse that makes children question having two separate days set aside every year to celebrate mothers and fathers by asking, ‘When will there be a Children’s Day?’ Though at least children have the excuse of being children and thus naturally self-obsessed and unable to spot that the world pretty much revolves around them already.


Delightfully (and to keep this analogy spot on) there is also an International Children’s Day. It’s on June 1, and is dedicated to all those children worldwide living in terrible circumstances. That won’t assuage your complaining spawn, of course. Because, like the grown-up children questioning International Women’s Day, they are actually asking, ‘When’s MY day? When will someone make me breakfast and let me put my feet up and watch the telly? When will that happen? You know, apart from every single fucking day?’


Asking ‘When’s International Men’s Day?’ on International Women’s Day is like going to someone else’s birthday party and, instead of bringing them a present and singing ‘Happy Birthday’, smashing up all their gifts with a baseball bat and shouting, ‘When is it MY birthday? Why aren’t I getting presents? Why doesn’t anyone care about ME?’


When I was six, I went to my next-door neighbour Clare Allen’s birthday party and we played pass the parcel and somehow (and I still suspect some kind of scam, given that Clare’s mum was operating the music) Clare won and got the bag of sweets in the middle and I LOST MY SHIT. I wouldn’t calm down about the unfairness of it all until Mrs Allen gave me a mini Mars Bar.


I had made a valid point about the injustice of no one celebrating my birthday at this party (just because it wasn’t my birthday) and I ate my sweet confection of victory.


But was there anyone at that party who didn’t conclude I was a total dick? Was anyone thinking, ‘I can’t wait till Richard’s birthday comes along and we can really celebrate what a fine fellow he is’? Or did it make them less likely to show enthusiasm or show up on July 12th?1


Maybe you’re thinking: ‘Come on, the International Men’s Day question is just a joke. We’ve all had enough of those sanctimonious social-justice warriors who ruin our lives telling us what we’re meant to think and want to stop us having fun. Let’s wind them up and see how cross we can make them.’


I get it. I’ve often attempted to wind those people up, too. I’m a comedian. Mischief is my job. But comedy is a serious business and you have to make sure your prank is solid or the comedy bomb can explode in your own face.


If I went on stage on International Women’s Day and said, ‘So when’s International Men’s Day?’, someone would heckle, ‘It’s November 19th.’


And I would have no response and the audience would sense my weakness and the night would be lost. Because this is not a good joke. It ceases to work because there is a day.1


Some feel that they are righteously pointing out liberal hypocrisy. If women want an equal world, then surely it is wrong that they have a day and men don’t. That’s not equal.


This argument falters somewhat because (and forgive me if I have already pointed this out) there is an International Men’s Day and it’s on November 19th, but even if there wasn’t – THAT’S NOT HOW EQUALITY WORKS.


We have an International Women’s Day to acknowledge the ways that society is unequal and to attempt to address that. I can’t tell you the number of times that women have wearily tweeted their own answer to the question ‘When’s International Men’s Day?’ : ‘It’s every other day of the year.’2
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